When the family asks, 'what happened?'.
Because of the high level of acuity of hospitalized patients, untoward events can and do occur. Very often, nurses develop a caring relationship with the families of these patients. As a result, the family may approach the nurse about this negative turn of events. The questions that the family raises may create an ethical dilemma for the nurse. The nurse may wonder how to respond, feel powerless and "caught in the middle," and experience moral distress because of constraints in the health care system. This article discusses the ethical perspective of caring and the "nurse in the middle" phenomenon. Several strategies to help nurses manage this issue include consulting with a mentor, consulting with the institutional ethics committee, and promoting an ethical climate within the health care setting.